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INCIDENTS FOR REFLECTION IN RESEARCH  
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ABSTRACT 
Reflection is at the heart of lifelong learning. It enhances professional practice, information use and 
research. This paper draws on my recent research study to demonstrate how reflection may underpin 
research processes and outcomes, with critical incidents providing a focus of reflection for both the 
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INTRODUCTION 
Reflection helps us make sense of our daily lives. 
It underpins lifelong learning, enhances 
professional practice and can play an important 
role in research. In this paper I draw on my 
current research experiences to illustrate the 
various ways in which reflection can support the 
development and implementation of a research 
study. I also explain how critical incidents can 
provide a reflective focus.   
 
This paper is in three main parts. The first part 
outlines my study12 and defines the key concepts 
reflection and critical incidents. The second part 
offers the researcher perspective, showing how 
reflection on my own experiences as an 
international student, and on my professional 
interactions with international students, 
influenced the development of the study. The 
third part offers the participant perspective: it 
presents an international student’s reflective 
responses to his learning- related online 
information use, indicating their contribution to 
the study’s findings and outcomes.  
In this way the paper both reflects the progress of 
my research and signals outcomes of potential 
interest to information literacy educators and 
educators.    
Critical incidents and reflection 
The study: Exploring international students’ 
use of online information resources 
My study explores international students’ use of 
online information resources for learning. The 
literature (Baron & Strout-Dapaz, 2001; 
DiMartino & Zoe, 2000; McSwiney, 1995; 
Mehra & Bilal, 2007), and my experiences as an 
information professional/ information literacy 
educator, prompted me to ask the following 
                                                           
12 Current doctoral study: International students using online 
information resources for learning 
research question: How are international 
students using online information resources for 
learning and what are their related information 
literacy learning needs? 
 
Seeking deeper understanding, I interviewed 26 
international students at two Australian 
universities. The emergent findings offer a 
snapshot of learning-related uses of information 
in the dynamic, diverse Australian higher 
education environment.   
 
Reflection is an essential element of my research 
approach. Reflecting on my experiences as 
learner and educator created the initial impetus 
for this study and guided its conceptualisation. In 
carrying out the study I encouraged participants 
to reflect on their experiences relating to 
assignment-related online information use. 
Reflecting on the participants’ responses 
develops my understanding of their information 
literacy needs.  The outcomes of this study 
include recommendations for developing 
reflective inclusive information literacy 
approaches. In this study critical incidents have 
provided a useful reflective focus, both for 
myself as researcher and educator, and for my 
international student participants. Data collection 
and analysis involved a modified critical incident 
technique (Flanagan 1954; Hughes in press). 
Defining reflection and critical 
Reflection can be beneficial in various ways, 
depending on the context and intended outcomes. 
It is associated with: reasoning (Dewey, 1933); 
experiential and reflective learning (Kolb, 1984; 
Moon, 2004); teaching (Brookfield, 1995), 
professional practice (Schön, 1987); information 
literacy (Bruce, 1997; Bruce, in press).  
 
Reflection is a deeply personal activity that 
enables us to see familiar ideas through different 
lenses, reassess our existing knowledge and 
make sense of particular experiences. As Moon 
(2004, p. 82) explains: “Reflection is an activity 
that we apply to more complex issues … the 
content of reflection is largely what we know 
already. It is often a process of re-organizing 
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knowledge and emotional orientations in order to 
achieve further insights”. Reflection is 
contextualised by an individual’s thoughts, 
feelings, existing knowledge and previous 
experiences. Moon (2004, p. 82) offers the 
following ‘common-sense definition’ of 
reflection: 
Reflection is a form of mental processing – 
like a form of thinking – that we may use to 
fulfil a purpose or to achieve some 
anticipated outcome or we may simply’ be 
reflective’ and then an outcome can be 
unexpected. Reflection is applied to 
relatively complicated, ill-structured ideas 
for which there is not an obvious solution 
and is largely based on the further 
processing of knowledge and understanding 
and possibly emotions that we already 
possess. 
Critical has multiple meanings, depending on 
context. In my study – and in this paper – critical 
is used in two different senses. First, it implies 
thoughtful consideration and evaluation, as in 
critical thinking. Second it implies significant, as 
in critical incident, where critical incident is 
understood as a significant moment or happening 
that contributes knowledge or understanding 
about a particular activity (Hughes, in press). 
Researcher perspectives  
My research is motivated by personal and 
professional experiences over many years. On a 
personal level, two periods as a student at 
Spanish universities provided insight into the 
experiences of students living and studying 
outside their home country. I knew that it could 
be exciting, challenging, tiring...  
 
A particular critical incident that I experienced 
as a newly arrived student in Barcelona 
frequently comes to mind and provides a point of 
reflection for me as educator and researcher. The 
incident relates to a time when I ‘hid’ among an 
animated group of Spanish students for an hour, 
reading a book with pretended nonchalance. I 
had no idea what was happening, since everyone 
was speaking so fast that I could only catch a few 
words here and there. My panic and 
embarrassment were acute when lecture notes 
were handed around and I realised that I had 
impertinently sat through a tutorial apparently 
immersed in a novel. This event had lasting 
impact on my learning – due to my perceived 
‘loss of face’, I skipped all further classes for that 
subject. 
 
On a professional level, reflecting on my own 
experiences as an international student 
contributed to my practice as an information 
literacy educator. I was aware of   the inter-
personal and linguistic challenges that individual 
international students might encounter, but also I 
was concerned about the generally limited or ill-
informed attention paid to international students’ 
varied learning needs. There was an apparent 
tendency among researchers and educators to 
generalise international student characteristics 
and experiences, with an emphasis on differences 
and difficulties. From my own professional 
experience this did not seem to ring true, since 
many of the international students I knew were 
motivated, successful learners who drew on a 
wealth of life experiences and could 
communicate effectively in several languages.  
 
All of this prompted me to reflect on:  
• What do we really know about the 
information literacy experiences and 
learning needs of international 
students?  Not just what they do, but 
how they think, feel.  
• Are their experiences always as grim as 
the literature suggests? 
• On a more complex pedagogical level, I 
wondered: 
• How to respond to culturally and 
linguistically-related challenges 
encountered by learners, without 
resorting to stereotypical assumptions 
or deficit model teaching?  
• How to equitably foster the information 
literacy and learning potential of all 
learners in a dynamic and diverse 
higher education environment?  
On a research level, reflection on the 
experiences and concerns described above led me 
to undertake the research study, with a view to 
enhancing my professional knowledge and 
practice as information literacy educator. In the 
course of this project, other critical incidents – 
associated with conversations, readings, ‘ah-ha’ 
moments in the shower – have provided food for 
reflection and contributed to the study’s 
development. In some cases, incidents have had 
an instant impact, but often their full value has 
emerged over time, in connection with other 
incidents. The following example illustrates the 
way in which a flash of realisation during a 
presentation, combined with further critical 
incidents, caused me to revise my research 
approach. 
 
During a research methodology class I was 
presenting my project plan to fellow higher 
degree research students - elaborating my 
perceptions of the difficulties encountered by 
international students and the need for ‘us’ to 
help ‘them’ overcome their information use 
barriers. Glancing around the room mid-
presentation, I realised that almost half the 
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audience were probably high achieving 
international students. Significantly, I 
immediately felt compelled to modify the tone 
and focus of my presentation and to recast the 
unintentionally patronising approach I was 
adopting. 
 
Reflecting on this incident - as well as on my 
ongoing professional interactions with 
international students - fostered a gradual 
appreciation of the individuality of international 
students, their varied attributes and experiences, 
their strengths as well as challenges, our 
commonalties as learners and researchers. This 
motivated me to search for language and 
concepts that more accurately conveyed the 
varied, complex nature of international student 
experiences. The solution emerged as a result of 
two separate but critically significant events. 
First, an informal conversation with research 
colleagues pointed me toward the work of John 
Biggs (2003), which redresses negative ‘deficit’ 
assumptions about international students’ 
learning. Second, Tracy Bretag’s (2004) 
presentation at the third International Lifelong 
Learning Conference introduced me to the 
expression CALD (culturally and linguistically 
diverse) students.  
 
Why were these happenings significant? Due to 
my reflective seeking at that time, I was 
receptive to the notions presented by Biggs and 
Bretag. Importantly they offered me new ways of 
considering the experiences of international 
students. In particular, Biggs (2003) suggested 
the concept of inclusiveness that now underpins 
my research and teaching approach. Bretag’s 
focus on diversity seemed to resonate with 
inclusiveness. My discovery of the term diverse 
freed me from implications of ‘otherness’ 
inherent in terms such as inter-cultural and 
multicultural.  
PARTICIPANT PERSPECTIVES  
Gathering critical incidents 
The international students participated in semi-
structured interviews, during which they 
described a recent assignment that had involved 
the use of online information resources. 
Assignments were considered to be critical 
incidents, on the basis that assignments tend to 
represent significant events in students’ lives 
(Hughes, in press). In addition to factual 
accounts of students’ information use, I sought 
reflective responses that indicated their thoughts 
and feelings.  
 
First, seeking details about their actual online 
information use I asked each student: 
• What online information resources did 
you use / not use for this assignment?  
• How did you use them? 
• What did you find hard /easy about 
using these online resources? 
To elicit more reflective responses I followed 
each question by asking ‘why?’ 
Encouraging the students to take a broader view, 
I then invited them to both reflect back over the 
whole experience and to think ahead, drawing on 
the previous experience to suggest future 
improvements: 
• Overall was using online information 
resources for this assignment a positive 
experience /not a positive experience? 
Why? 
• What could be done to make online 
information use easier for international 
students? Why? 
Thus the interviews provided real-life, personal 
insight into students’ use of online information 
resources. The students’ responses also indicate 
particular information literacy learning needs. 
These aspects are illustrated by the following 
excerpts from one student’s interview. 
Tom reflects on his use of online information 
resources 
Tom (pseudonym) is a university teacher from 
Vietnam, who had just completed a one-year 
Masters degree in education at an Australian 
university. During the sixty minute interview 
Tom described his use of online information 
resources for a particular assignment – his 
nominated ‘critical incident’. He enriched the 
‘what’ and ‘how’ details, by situating them in the 
broader context of his transition to life and study 
in Australia. The thoughts and feelings he shared 
not only provide some insight into the 
information literacy learning experiences and 
needs of international students, but also offer 
suggestions for improvement. The interview 
illustrates Tom’s progression in the course of one 
academic year, from being unfamiliar with online 
resources to feeling unable to research without 
them. [Tom’s words are in italics]. 
 
Reflecting back on his early days at an Australian 
university, Tom vividly recalled the confusion he 
felt and his growing sense of unpreparedness for 
study here: 
It seemed to me that I dropped from another 
planet to the earth. 
Tom remarked that he found the learning and 
teaching approaches in Australia quite different 
to the ‘passive learning’ he was used to.  He 
stated that whereas students in Australia were 
expected to independently find their own 
information, in Vietnam: 
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I cannot show myself, I cannot express my 
ideas … The teacher is the information, the 
teacher is the thing - we need to study and 
he just pour information. 
For his previous study and research Tom had 
used textbooks and Vietnamese-language 
journals, but he was unfamiliar with online 
databases and resources. Consequently he 
encountered challenges in accessing course 
materials: 
We were required to read a lot of literature, 
both in the CMD [course materials 
database] and in current journals and in 
the books.  Almost impossible for me 
because I don’t know how to enter the 
library online, checking for books and 
journal database … [It was] quite different 
and when I manage to enter the CMD about 
the unit I didn’t know how to print it out. I 
tried the printing machine, but I didn’t 
know that I need a card. 
Tom shared his thoughts and feelings about this 
experience as follows: 
I think at that time I felt a little bit 
disappointed … I think [the university] is 
not very well prepared for international 
student with such a background like me, 
because, may be in their assumption that 
every student know how to access internet, 
know how to access online - but we didn’t, 
we didn’t.  We came from … a very poor 
country and very disadvantaged. We didn’t 
have such information and we are not 
prepared for something like that. On the 
first two weeks I just wanted to go back to 
Vietnam, I didn’t want to study at [this 
university] because it is so discouraging. 
 
Significantly, Tom revealed that at first he ‘did 
not dare’ to seek help from university staff, due 
to personal uncertainties and perceived 
‘language barrier’.  Then by chance he 
encountered an IT support person who was also 
Vietnamese. This meeting represents another 
critical incident for Tom. On a practical level, he 
gained the assistance he needed to tackle the 
university’s online systems. On a personal level, 
the acceptance and encouraging response of the 
IT support person enabled Tom to approach other 
teaching, library and administration staff and to 
participate in various voluntary and course-
related information literacy classes. In this way 
he gradually developed the confidence and 
understanding to embrace his learning 
opportunities:  
A part of the course, what they call 
information literacy … they show us how to 
use the [database] for information online. 
How to show academic and scholarly 
journal - they went through step by step, 
what we needed to - very basic step - and 
very helpful … I love that … I can learn 
how to search for the material and the 
literature … It was a very big step. 
Tom subsequently developed a quite 
sophisticated research approach: 
Usually I plan my assignment in advance, in 
different parts and I try to search 
information and to complete the ideas, and 
that’s why sometimes I change my plan 
many times because different information in 
international mean different things, 
different perspectives … Usually I choose 
research article with some findings with 
imperial (sic) evidence … and other very 
theoretical one … with different resources 
of information and references … I don’t 
choose opinion article which give someone 
opinion into three pages.  
By the time of the interview he felt ‘very 
confident’ about using inline resources and 
considered that: 
online resources and studying is 
inseparatable (sic) … it should be hand in 
hand. It should be together because it 
enable student to have a better chance to 
get a lot of information, update information 
in a very fast convenient way 
After Tom had told his story, I asked him 
consider ways in which online resources and the 
ways they are taught to international students 
might be improved. Thus, by drawing on his own 
experience he was able to offer several 
constructive suggestions that included 
conducting ‘student needs analysis’: 
We need to know the background of student, 
what they know and what they don’t know 
and what they want to know about the skills, 
online skills and offer them help before they 
start. I think that some of international 
students are not -  I mean they can be very 
competent in studying and they have the 
ability to pursue the course -  but some of 
them might drop the course or the unit, or 
they got not very good results because of 
the online area, the skills …  
He emphasised the importance of lecturers being 
alert to the needs of individual students and being 
prepared to reach out supportively to them: 
On the first day of the tutorial or the 
workshop, if the lecturer can identify the 
problem from the student … if each lecturer 
is aware of how difficult the student can 
encounter with the access to online 
resources. Because I think that some time, 
with some of the lecturers they take things 
for granted, in their assumption every 
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student know that, but really some 
international student didn’t know that.  We 
came from a different background and we 
really need help so if the teacher … can 
identify the needs from international student 
and maybe they denote that there are [some 
who are] reluctant to talk - so if the lecturer 
… on the first day … are more friendly, they 
talk to some international student about 
online - can you do this? can you know how 
to do this?  
Tom also suggested that face-to-face classes are 
preferable to online tutorials for students with 
limited online experience:  
I think the best is a tutorial or a workshop - 
courses are more helpful because … the 
student have problems with the online skills 
- if we offer them courses on line there is no 
way they can access the online courses.  So 
face to face courses more helpful. 
In conclusion - looking ahead - Tom commented 
that: 
I feel a little bit worried when I come back 
to Vietnam … I cannot imagine how can I 
do research without such good information 
and database - so online resources offer me 
a very good chance to do research - and 
also it offer me a lot of difficulties to do 
research without it. 
Reflecting on Tom’s reflection 
The previous section touches on portions of just 
one of twenty six interviews. From a research 
perspective, Tom’s reflective comments provide 
a rich data source. Once analysed and combined 
with other participants’ responses, they 
contribute to the study’s findings and so enrich 
our understanding about the varied challenges 
that international students may encounter in their 
use of online information resources. Thus Tom’s 
comments not only provide valuable insight into 
his individual experience, but also they become 
part of a multifaceted picture of international 
students’ information use. 
 
From a pedagogical perspective, Tom’s 
comments help identify particular information 
literacy learning needs. They suggest the need for 
greater support for international students in their 
transition to life and study in Australia. However, 
Tom’s resilient, learning-focused approach 
confirms Biggs’s (2003) view of the 
inappropriateness of deficit-model responses to 
international students’ perceived difficulties. The 
study’s findings support the development of 
strategies that respond to the identified learning 
needs.    
 
The bigger picture emerging from my study 
reveals the diversity of international students’ 
personal attributes and the influences that can 
impact on their transition to life and study 
outside their home country. Significantly, it 
seems that some information use-related 
challenges experienced by international students 
are similar to those also present among the wider 
culturally diverse student population. In 
particular, there is evidence of a fairly general 
information literacy imbalance (Hughes, Bruce 
and Edwards, 2007) between students’ often well 
developed digital capabilities and less developed 
critical approaches to using information. 
Consequently, the outcomes of my study include 
recommendations for developing inclusive 
reflective approaches to information literacy 
learning, that integrate notions of educational 
inclusivity (Biggs, 2003), reflective learning 
(Moon, 2004) and holistic information literacy 
approaches (Bruce, 1997; Bruce, in press). The 
recommendations also recognise the potential of 
critical incidents as reflective stimuli for learning 
and teaching (Brookfield, 1995; Tripp, 1993) and 
their application to information literacy learning.  
CONCLUSION 
This paper has highlighted the potential of 
reflection and critical incidents for research. The 
example of my current doctoral study has shown 
how reflection may underpin research processes 
and outcomes, with critical incidents providing a 
focus of reflection for both the participants and 
the researcher. I have described how critical 
incidents that I experienced as learner and 
researcher prompted me to undertake the study. 
Similarly, the student participants’ reflective 
responses to assignment-related critical incidents 
provided the basis for data collection and 
analysis. Looking ahead, reflection and critical 
incidents are also integrated into the proposed 
outcomes of the study: the findings offer a basis 
for developing inclusive reflective approaches to 
information literacy learning.  
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